
A Theological Examination of "The Sinner's Prayer" in 
Modern Evangelism

Introduction: The Ubiquitous Prayer

Dear Lord Jesus, I know I am a sinner. I believe You died for my sins. Right now, I 
turn from my sins and open the door of my heart and life. I confess You as my 
personal Lord and Savior. Thank you for saving me. Amen.

— Greg Laurie Salvation Prayer

In the landscape of contemporary evangelicalism, few practices are as widespread—or as controversial
—as "The Sinner's Prayer." From Billy Graham crusades to summer camps, from church altar calls 
to evangelistic tracts, this formulaic prayer has become the de facto method by which countless 
individuals are introduced to Christianity. Yet as we examine this practice through the lens of Scripture 
and sound theology, profound questions emerge about its biblical foundation, historical precedent, and 
spiritual efficacy.

The prayer typically follows a familiar pattern: an acknowledgment of sin, belief in Christ's death and 
resurrection, an invitation for Jesus to "come into my heart," and often an immediate assurance of 
salvation. While the intentions behind this practice are undoubtedly sincere, our examination must go 
beyond good intentions to consider whether this approach aligns with the biblical understanding of 
salvation and genuine faith.

The Historical Development of a Modern Innovation

Pre-Reformation Silence

The absence of any form of "Sinner's Prayer" in the historic creeds and confessions of Christianity is 
striking. The Westminster Confession of Faith, the London Baptist Confession of 1689, the 
Westminster Shorter Catechism, and the Baptist Catechism—documents that meticulously articulated 
the doctrine of salvation—contain no reference to such a prayer. These confessions, written by 
theologians who lived and breathed Scripture, understood salvation as "the work of God's Spirit, 
whereby, convincing us of our sin and misery, enlightening our minds in the knowledge of Christ, 
and renewing our wills, he doth persuade and enable us to embrace Jesus Christ, freely offered to us  
in the gospel" (Westminster Shorter Catechism, Q. 31).

The Nineteenth Century Shift

The theological groundwork for the Sinner's Prayer emerged in the nineteenth century through the 
ministries of Charles Grandison Finney and Dwight L. Moody. Finney, despite his Presbyterian 
ordination, abandoned the Westminster Confession's clear teaching of divine sovereignty in salvation, 
embracing instead a semi-Pelagian theology that emphasized human decision over divine grace. As one 



historian noted, "So powerful did Finney's influence become that his theology of salvation and his 
basic method in evangelism have become standard practice in America today."

Finney's "new methods" included protracted meetings, publicity, and the employment of the "anxious 
bench" during revival meetings. These innovations, while not including the Sinner's Prayer itself, 
created the theological climate that would eventually produce it. Finney equated coming forward to the 
anxious bench with baptism, writing that it served the same purpose as baptism in the early church: "a 
public manifestation of determination to be a Christian."

Dwight L. Moody further developed these methods with his "inquirers' rooms," where "the sinner 
was encouraged to pray and, if unable to do so, should repeat 'sentence by sentence' a prayer made 
by the counselor." This represents, according to historical documentation, "the first known 
occurrence of the practice of having individuals repeat the words of a prayer formed by another 
person at the point of decision."

The Twentieth Century Popularization

The twentieth century saw the full flowering of the Sinner's Prayer through the ministries of Billy 
Graham and Bill Bright. Graham's influence was particularly significant, with his evangelistic methods 
being replicated throughout American evangelicalism. Rick Warren's "The Purpose Driven Life," 
which has sold over 34 million copies, exemplifies this approach:

"Right now, God is inviting you to live for his glory... If you are not sure you have done this, all you 
need to do is receive and believe... Wherever you are reading this, I invite you to bow your head and 
quietly whisper the prayer that will change your eternity, 'Jesus, I believe in you and I receive you.' 
Go ahead. If you sincerely meant that prayer, congratulations! Welcome to the family of God!"

This methodology represents a profound shift from historic Christian understanding of salvation, 
emphasizing human decision rather than divine grace.

The Biblical Foundation: What Scripture Actually Teaches

The Absence of a Formula

Perhaps most striking in any examination of the Sinner's Prayer is its complete absence from Scripture. 
There is no "model" Sinner's Prayer in the Bible. In no place within the Holy Writ is such a prayer 
employed or suggested. In fact, there is not a single text of Scripture that posits that prayer of any type 
is salvific.

When we examine how Jesus and the apostles approached conversion, we find no formulaic prayers. 
Jesus' interaction with the woman at the well (John 4), His encounter with Zacchaeus (Luke 19), or His 
conversation with the thief on the cross (Luke 23:39-43) reveal no pattern of requiring a specific prayer 
for salvation. Similarly, on the Day of Pentecost, when the crowd asked Peter "What shall we do?" 
(Acts 2:37), his response was "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ 
for the forgiveness of your sins" (Acts 2:38, ESV)—not "pray this prayer."



The Biblical Call to Repentance and Faith

Scripture consistently presents salvation in terms of repentance and faith, not prayer recitation. Jesus 
began His ministry proclaiming, "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near. 
Repent and believe in the gospel" (Mark 1:15, ESV). The Apostle Paul summarized his ministry as 
declaring "both to Jews and to Greeks that they should repent toward God and have faith in our 
Lord Jesus Christ" (Acts 20:21, ESV).

The word "repentance" (metanoia in Greek) denotes a fundamental change of mind that results in a 
change of direction. It is not merely feeling sorry for sin but involves a radical reorientation of one's 
life toward God. As Romans 2:4 reminds us, "God's kindness is meant to lead you to repentance" 
(ESV). This repentance, Scripture teaches, is a gift from God (Acts 11:18; 2 Timothy 2:25), not 
something we can manufacture through the right words.

Faith, likewise, is presented in Scripture as trust in the person and work of Christ, not assent to a 
prayer. Romans 10:9-10 states, "If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in 
your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the heart one believes and  
is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved" (ESV). This confession and belief are the 
overflow of a heart transformed by God's grace, not the cause of transformation.

The Scriptural Warnings

Scripture actually contains warnings against the very mindset that the Sinner's Prayer can produce. 
Jesus warned, "Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the 
one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven" (Matthew 7:21, ESV). He continued, "On that 
day many will say to me, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in 
your name, and do many mighty works in your name?' And then will I declare to them, 'I never 
knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness'" (Matthew 7:22-23, ESV).

These sobering words should give pause to any who would encourage reliance upon a prayer as 
assurance of salvation. Additionally, the parable of the tax collector and Pharisee (Luke 18:9-14) 
demonstrates that even earnest prayer, without genuine humility and repentance, is insufficient for 
justification.

The Contemporary Crisis: Testimonies from Modern Apologists

The Evangelical Awakening

Contemporary Christian leaders and apologists have increasingly recognized the problems inherent in 
the Sinner's Prayer methodology. As one pastor observed, "I have met an untold number of college 
students who have 'prayed the sinner's prayer' and they think they are 'Christians' because a pastor,  
parent, or summer camp worker has told them they are. But when pressed, these same students 
admit that they are not following Jesus."

Ray Comfort, the prominent evangelist, has spoken extensively about the dangers of the Sinner's Prayer 
approach. As one critique notes, "Ray Comfort puts it like this: imagine giving people parachutes 
that were on a plane with no explanation, people would think you are crazy. However, if you told 
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them the plane is going to crash and if you don't take this parachute and put it on you will surely 
die. They then can understand their need for the parachute and without it they would plummet to 
their death."

The analogy powerfully illustrates the problem with presenting only half the gospel—God's love—
without explaining humanity's desperate need for salvation from God's righteous wrath against sin.

The Problem of False Assurance

One pastor recounted a diagnostic conversation: "When I asked why [he thought he would go to 
heaven], his response was, 'Because I've prayed the sinner's prayer.'... When I asked, 'Let's say 
hypothetically, that when you get to heaven, God meets you at the gates and asks, "Why should I let 
you into my heaven?" What would you say?' His response rang crystal clear—not with truth, but 
error. 'Well, I make people laugh. I have good manners. I have tried to live a good life.'"

This testimony illustrates a fundamental problem: the Sinner's Prayer can become a "get out of jail 
free card" that provides false assurance while leaving the heart unchanged. As another writer 
observed, "The problem with the sinner's prayer is that often the preacher does not explain what it 
means to be a true follower of Christ and therefore, the attender of the church service is not allowed 
to 'count the cost' of following Christ."

Theological Critique: The Fundamental Problems

The Reversal of Biblical Priority

The Sinner's Prayer methodology fundamentally reverses the biblical order of salvation. Scripture 
teaches that God is the initiator of salvation—"No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me  
draws him" (John 6:44, ESV). The prayer approach, however, makes human decision the primary 
factor, suggesting that salvation depends upon the sinner's action rather than God's grace.

Ephesians 2:8-10 clearly states, "For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not 
your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast" (ESV). The 
faith itself is a gift from God, not something we generate by saying the right words.

The Misconception of the Heart

The phrase "invite Jesus into your heart," central to many versions of the Sinner's Prayer, lacks a 
biblical foundation. The concept appears nowhere in Scripture and represents a fundamental 
misunderstanding of both the gospel and the human condition. As one theologian noted, "The idea of 
'accepting Jesus into your heart' is not found in Scripture and shares only half of the gospel. 
Ultimately, we need God to accept us (Gal 4:9). We are the ones who have offended God and thus 
need Him to forgive and accept us, not the other way around."

This reversal transforms the gospel from God's gracious initiative in saving sinners into a human-
centered transaction where we do God a favor by accepting His offer.



The Substitution of Works for Grace

Ironically, the Sinner's Prayer, while claiming to emphasize grace, actually introduces a subtle form of 
works-righteousness. By teaching that salvation comes through the right words, the right prayer, or the 
right decision, it shifts the focus from Christ's finished work to human performance. As one observer 
noted, "The problem is that people begin to trust in the words... The sinner's prayer can morph into 
a sort of 'Christian' superstitious ritual that we all pray to enter the fold."

The Creation of False Converts

Perhaps the most serious indictment against the Sinner's Prayer is its tendency to create false converts. 
As one writer observed, the Sinner's Prayer "has as its primary by-product the creation of scores of 
false converts. To paraphrase one critic, the church is filled with countless numbers of people who 
have employed the Sinner's Prayer in making a 'decision' but soon afterwards it becomes apparent 
that one cannot tell what it was they actually 'decided.'"

The problem is compounded because "people are primarily saved by hearing the word of God 
(Romans 10:17), not some formula or prayer we come up with." When the emphasis shifts from 
proclaiming the Word to manipulating for decisions, the power of the gospel is diminished.

The Scripture's True Teaching on Salvation

The Doctrine of Regeneration

Scripture teaches that salvation is fundamentally about regeneration—being born again (John 3:3-8). 
This new birth is entirely God's work: "But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he 
gave the right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh 
nor of the will of man, but of God" (John 1:12-13, ESV).

The Holy Spirit's role in salvation cannot be diminished or replaced by human formulas. Jesus 
explained to Nicodemus, "The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not 
know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit" (John 
3:8, ESV). The Spirit's work is sovereign, not subject to our manipulations or methodologies.

The Call to Discipleship

Jesus' call was never merely to "pray a prayer" but to "follow me" (Matthew 4:19; Matthew 9:9; 
Matthew 16:24). Salvation involves not just a moment of decision but a lifetime of discipleship. Jesus 
was clear: "If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and 
follow me" (Luke 9:23, ESV).

This discipleship begins immediately upon regeneration. The Ethiopian eunuch, after Philip explained 
the gospel to him, immediately desired baptism (Acts 8:36-38). The Philippian jailer, after believing, 
immediately began caring for Paul and Silas (Acts 16:33-34). Genuine salvation produces immediate 
and ongoing fruit.



The Evidence of Saving Faith

First John provides clear tests for genuine faith: "And by this we know that we have come to know 
him, if we keep his commandments. Whoever says 'I know him' but does not keep his 
commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him" (1 John 2:3-4, ESV). The apostle continues, 
"Everyone who makes a practice of sinning also practices lawlessness; sin is lawlessness" (1 John 
3:4, ESV).

True salvation is evidenced not by a past prayer but by present reality: "The person who has truly 
trusted Christ will flee from the deceitfulness of sin. The person who truly has been convicted of 
their sin will keep on repenting and keep on trusting. We are not called to trust in yesterday's 
decision. We are called to warn one another today."

Contemporary Voices of Concern

John MacArthur's Perspective

Pastor John MacArthur has consistently warned against the dangers of easy-believism and decisional 
regeneration. As one writer summarized his position, "Pastor John MacArthur has put it, believing 
on Christ is not just an intellectual understanding or assent, there has to be also a spiritual 
commitment to Christ." MacArthur's emphasis on lordship salvation recognizes that genuine faith in 
Christ as Savior necessarily involves submission to Him as Lord.

Paul Washer's Warnings

Paul Washer has been particularly vocal about the dangers of the Sinner's Prayer methodology. He 
warns that those deceived by false assurance from prayer recitation are particularly resistant to the 
gospel: "When someone comes along later and tries to preach the Gospel to them because they're 
living in the world, they won't listen."

This spiritual inoculation effect makes the Sinner's Prayer not just ineffective but potentially harmful, 
creating resistance to genuine gospel presentation.

Biblical Examples of Conversion

The Thief on the Cross

One of the most powerful examples of conversion in Scripture is the thief crucified alongside Jesus. 
His "prayer" was simple: "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom" (Luke 23:42, 
ESV). Yet this brief request contained all the elements of genuine faith: acknowledgment of Jesus' 
kingship, recognition of his own need, and trust in Jesus' power to save.

Notably, Jesus' response was immediate and definitive: "Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me 
in paradise" (Luke 23:43, ESV). The thief prayed no formulaic prayer, walked no aisle, raised no hand
—yet received complete assurance of salvation from the lips of the Savior Himself.



The Philippian Jailer

When the Philippian jailer asked, "Sirs, what must I do to be saved?" (Acts 16:30, ESV), Paul and 
Silas responded simply, "Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household" 
(Acts 16:31, ESV). The focus was entirely on belief in the person of Jesus Christ, not on reciting a 
prayer.

The evidence of the jailer's genuine conversion was immediate and practical: he cared for Paul and 
Silas' wounds, brought them into his house, and was baptized with his family. His faith was 
demonstrated by its fruits, not merely by his words.

The Day of Pentecost

At Pentecost, when the crowd asked Peter, "Brothers, what shall we do?" (Acts 2:37, ESV), his 
response was direct: "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the 
forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit" (Acts 2:38, ESV).

The emphasis was on repentance—a fundamental change of mind and heart—followed by public 
declaration through baptism. No formulaic prayer was prescribed or utilized.

The Alternative: Biblical Evangelism

Proclaiming the Full Gospel

Rather than relying on the Sinner's Prayer, biblical evangelism focuses on proclaiming the full counsel 
of God. This includes:

• Human Sinfulness: "None is righteous, no, not one" (Romans 3:10, ESV). "For all have 

sinned and fall short of the glory of God" (Romans 3:23, ESV). We must help people 
understand their desperate condition before a holy God.

• God's Righteous Judgment: "For the wages of sin is death" (Romans 6:23a, ESV). 

"Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not see 
life, but the wrath of God remains on him" (John 3:36, ESV).

• Christ's Substitutionary Atonement: "But God shows his love for us in that while we were 

still sinners, Christ died for us" (Romans 5:8, ESV). The cross must be central to our gospel 
presentation.

• The Call to Repentance and Faith: The response demanded by the gospel is not prayer but 

repentance and faith. "Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and 
patience, not knowing that God's kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?" (Romans 2:4, 
ESV).

The Role of God's Word

Scripture emphasizes that "faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ" 
(Romans 10:17, ESV). The power for conversion lies not in our formulas but in God's Word itself: 
"For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword" (Hebrews 4:12, ESV).



Our task is to faithfully proclaim this Word and trust the Holy Spirit to apply it to hearts. As Isaiah 
55:11 promises, God's word "shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I 
purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it" (ESV).

Discipleship from the Beginning

Rather than seeking immediate decisions, biblical evangelism emphasizes the cost of discipleship from 
the outset. Jesus Himself said, "For which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down 
and count the cost, whether he has enough to complete it?" (Luke 14:28, ESV).

This approach may result in fewer immediate "decisions," but it produces more genuine conversions 
and eliminates the false assurance that plagues much of contemporary evangelicalism.

A Biblical Alternative for Personal Evangelism

Instead of asking our friends to pray "The Sinner's Prayer," we can offer to pray for them, 
demonstrating our love and allowing God's Word to do its work in their hearts. This approach places 
the emphasis where it belongs—on God's grace rather than human effort.

A Prayer for Our Seeking Friend

"Lord, thank you that [our friend] wants to say 'Yes' to You and trust You as Lord and Savior. Please 
draw them to Yourself so they will trust in your promise of grace and forgiveness and change their 
lives. Produce the fruit of the Spirit, the fruit of repentance, in their lives so they can be confident that 
you are working in their lives. Open their heart to Your truth, remove doubts and uncertainties, and 
draw them to a saving knowledge of Christ's love and grace.

Help him to truly understand what it means to believe in Jesus from your Word...

Romans 3:10: 'As it is written: "None is righteous, no, not one"'
Romans 3:23: 'For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God'
Romans 5:8: 'But God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us'
Romans 6:23: 'For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus 
our Lord'
Romans 2:4: 'God's kindness leads you to repentance'
Romans 10:17: 'So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ'
Romans 10:9-10: 'Because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your 
heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the heart one believes and is 
justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved'
Romans 10:13: 'For "everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved"'
John 1:12: 'But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become 
children of God'

In Jesus' name I pray, Amen."

After praying, this author provides the friend with a folder containing a printed combination of the 
Navigators' "Bridge to Life" Discipleship Tool and a discipleship guide called "You Said Yes," a 



publication authored by Taylor Michna. They are encouraged to review the folder and seek God with 
their whole heart.

Conclusion: A Call for Biblical Fidelity
The examination of the Sinner's Prayer reveals a practice that, while well-intentioned, lacks a biblical 
foundation and can produce dangerous spiritual consequences. Its absence from Scripture, its recent 
historical development, and its tendency to create false converts should concern all who care about 
biblical fidelity and genuine evangelism.

This critique is not intended to discourage evangelism or suggest that people should not pray. Prayer is 
vital for the Christian life, and genuine converts will indeed cry out to God. However, we must 
distinguish between the prayer that flows from a regenerated heart and the prayer that supposedly 
creates regeneration.

As one writer wisely observed, "We are called to cling to Christ today. We behold Him as beautiful 
and our sin as ugly, today." Our assurance rests not in a prayer we prayed yesterday but in our present 
relationship with Christ and the ongoing work of His Spirit in our lives.

The alternative to the Sinner's Prayer is not less evangelism but better evangelism—evangelism that 
faithfully proclaims the full gospel, emphasizes God's sovereignty in salvation, calls for genuine 
repentance and faith, and trusts the Holy Spirit to apply God's Word to hearts. This approach may be 
less immediately gratifying to our desire for visible results, but it honors Scripture and produces 
genuine converts rather than false professors.

To those who may feel their faith has been shaken by this examination, the words of 2 Corinthians 13:5 
apply: "Examine yourselves, to see whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves" (ESV). If this 
examination reveals that your assurance rested in a prayer rather than in Christ Himself, do not despair. 
Turn to Him today in genuine repentance and faith. "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will  
be saved" (Romans 10:13, ESV)—not because of the words you say, but because of the God to whom 
you cry.

For those involved in evangelism, let us return to the biblical model: faithful proclamation of God's 
Word, dependence on the Holy Spirit's power, and patience as God does His work of regeneration in 
human hearts. The gospel needs no human additions or improvements—it is "the power of God for 
salvation to everyone who believes" (Romans 1:16, ESV).

May our evangelistic efforts be marked not by the quantity of decisions we can produce, but by 
faithfulness to Scripture and dependence on God's grace. In so doing, we serve not our own ministries 
but the glory of God and the genuine good of those to whom we minister. The stakes are too high, and 
eternity is too long, for us to rely on anything less than the sure foundation of God's Word.
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